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Jim Reid (left) and Ellsworth Kelly at Gemini G.E.L., canceling a print 
from the Portrait series, February 1990. 
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IN-BETWEEN PERCEPTIONS : 
ELLSWORTH KELLY ' S RECENT PRINTS 
More than ten years have elapsed since the opening 
of the first retrospective exhibition of Ellsworth Kelly's 
prints in 1987 (figures 1, 2). 1 Kelly, already acknowledged 
as a major American painter and sculptor for three decades, 
was revealed to be an ambitious printmaker whose graphic 
editions were integral to his art. In the early 1960s, he had 
produced his first prints with Maeght Editeur in Paris. In 
succeeding years, although making prints elsewhere, he 
would collaborate primarily with Gemini G.E.L., a publishing 
workshop in Los Angeles. At the time of the exhibition, 
there were 230 editions to his name. Although he had 
explored intaglio and screenprinting methods, lithography 
was his evident medium of choice. The prints, as they 
emerged from these processes, fell into two dist inct class-
es of imagery: abstract forms and botanical subjects, which 
were related, respectively, to his paintings and drawings. 
Abstraction in the prints, declared by immaculate 
shape and color, appeared to be Kelly's response to ideas 
first developed in the paintings. In fact, the direct line of 
inspiration for the abstract prints, the paintings and the 
sculptures, proceeded from the artist's repository of draw-
ings and collages. Kelly created and directed these studies 
toward a specific work, or he catalogued them and held 
them in reserve for later consideration. For making a print, 
his standard method involyed generating a new idea or 
retrieving earlier drawings or collages that may or may not 
have resulted in a painting or sculpture. From these, he 
made a preliminary drawing with which he careful ly prepared 
working drawings or collages. Arriving at the workshop, Kelly, 
in concert with his printers, took this material and produced 
trial and color proofs that led to the editioned print. 
The representational aspect of Kelly 's prints resided 
in the "plant lithographs": contour drawings of plants, flow-
ers, and fruits. They related as a whole to his renderings 
of similar subjects in pencil and ink drawings, a substantial 
and ongoing body of work that dated to the beginnings 
of Kelly's art in the late 1940s. Simplified in detail, with 
abstracted shapes coaxed from natural forms, they were 
for Kelly "a bridge to a way of seeing that brought about the 
paintings of 1949 that are the basis for all my later work. "2 
The 1987 retrospective exhibition made apparent the 
unique character of the prints. In keeping with what Kelly 9 
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saw as the traditions of printmaking, he had pursued black-
and-white compositions far more extensively than in the 
paintings. Despite editions in brilliant colors , nearly two-
thirds of the graphic work was printed in black ink on white 
paper. Certain groups of Kelly's paintings and sculptures, 
in which a composition or shape underwent subtle permuta-
tions, suggested serialization. Kelly did not see this work 
as fixed sets of variations but rather as open-ended. In 
the prints, however, Kelly had often created self-contained 
series. The smaller scale of the prints prompted this, but 
also the potential within the traditions of printmaking to 
rework, recombine, and reuse plates to produce variations 
of imagery in state editions. The majority of prints Kelly 
had made by the mid-1980s were assembled into thirteen 
titled series. 
The best approach to Kelly's prints is to see how they 
rephrase his art through print media and processes. For 
example, Kelly creates the plant lithographs with lithographic 
crayon, a greasy medium that produces a quality of line 
very different from marks in pencil or ink. In the abstract 
prints, colored shape, the result of films of ink on paper, 
is immaterial; it is of a very different optical nature when 
contrasted to the assertive physicality and large scale of 
the paintings and sculptures. As Kelly appropriates an idea 
from his storehouse of drawings and collages, abstract 
shape migrates into the realm of the print only as he metic-
ulously adjusts its size in relationship to color choice and 
lfd; 
paper dimensions. To implement these reciprocities of pre-
cise form, color, and placement, Kelly's printers must be 
extraordinarily skilled to achieve the subtleties that his art 
demands. The technical manufacture of Kelly's prints is an 
exacting process. Jim Reid , master printer at Gemini G.E.L. , 
has said: " If you can print Kelly, you can print anything."3 
In contrast to the paintings and sculptures that use 
wall and space as active grounds for abstract form (Kelly 
would wish "to own the wa lls my art is hung on"), the prints 
embody both the shape and the space that shape negoti-
ates: the paper or sheet itself, which Kelly in no way con-
ceives as passive. "I take t he measure of the sheet very 
carefully, " Kelly states, while offering that "t he prints help 
explain the paintings, " embracing in miniature the formal 
dynamics that make the large-scale paintings and sculp-
tures environmental in expression. 4 Sti ll, the prints stand 
on their own. Their autonomy is gauged not only in terms of 
media and process but also by what Kelly calls "authority. " 
The image's centered position on the sheet and the insis-
tent frontality of its flat shape, whose inks are absorbed 
into the paper, give the prints an emblemat ic character that 
has its own immediacy. The medium's int imate scale also 
affords a special privacy. The physical distance is short 
between the print and the viewer, who tends to remain 
motionless while looking. The monumental paintings and 
sculptures, on the other hand, can be regarded from multi-
ple perspectives as the viewer shifts positions. The act of 
F ig u re 1 
Cyclamen II 
(from Plant Series) 
1964-65, lithograph 
35 '/s x 24 'I, inches (89.23 x 61.60 em.) 
Published by Maeght Editeur, Paris 
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contemplation is very different and is furthermore marked 
by the domination of the viewer that is incurred by the 
sheer scale of the art. 
With the importance and nature of Kelly 's prints 
affirmed by his retrospective, what has been the course of 
his printmaking since 1987? His productivity has remained 
constant in the creation of both the abstract prints and the 
plant lithographs. Gemini G.E.L. has also continued as a 
mainstay of his print production; the relationship between 
artist and workshop is now in its twenty-eighth year. He has 
produced sixty-six new editions , most of which fall into four 
major series: the Fourth Curve Series (1988), Colored 
Forms (1988), Portraits (1990), and the Series of Seven 
Lithographs, also known as Oak Leaves (1992) . It comes 
as no surprise that, as an artist who has favored lithogra-
phy, Kelly has utilized this medium in all of the new work, 
for the present forgoing further investigations of intaglio or 
screenprinting. He did, however, adopt a new lithography 
process of positive photo-plates and acetate sheets to 
implement fresh effects: notably, textured surfaces. Moving 
into what appeared to be new territory, although precedents 
existed in two issues of Derriere le miroir of 1958 and 
1964, Kelly also created an artist 's book for The Limited 
Editions Club in 1992. Working in New York with Bruce 
Porter at Trestle Editions Limited, he prepared eleven black-
and-white lithographs that were interspersed among page 
facsimiles of the original edition of Stephane Mallarme 's 
Figure 2 
Baie Rouge 
(from St. Martin Series) 
1983-84, lithograph 
51 x 52 inches (129. 54 x 132.08 em .) 
Publi shed by Gemini G.E.L. , Los Angeles 
Un coup de des j amais n 'abo/ira /e hasard (A Throw of the 
Dice Never Will Abolish Chance) (figures 4 , 5). In conjunc-
tion with the book project, Kelly produced a set of four litho-
graphs entitled the Mallarme Suite (1992) (pl ates 13 -16). 
In another unexpected departure, Kelly blended the human 
figure and his abstraction in Portraits, a series of eight lith-
ographs. This project was initially disconcerting for those 
familiar with Kelly only as the consummate abstractionist 
and master draftsman of plant forms. 
These new directions in the prints, as well as those 
measurable in other media, do not so much change our 
understanding of Kelly 's work as enrich it. His art, which 
remains remarkably of a whole , is based upon perception. 
Its genesis has always been rooted in chance acts of visual 
contemplation. In his abstraction he distills shapes found 
in nature into elusive geometric form . If these forms have 
evolved through time in a way to link them to specific 
moments in Kelly 's career, there is no sense of "periods" 
that may segment an artist 's chronology. There are no 
repudiations of earlier styles. There is no discernible late 
style-often signaled in Western painting by increased 
painterly qualities, warmer palettes, and heightened subjec-
tivity. Kelly does not reinvent himself; he restates himself 
in effortless elaborations that admit of discovery within 
his own traditions. However novel a new work may appear, 
it always feels familiar. In continuous recalibrations of 
form , Kelly 's art exists out of time. Any perception of linear 11 
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progression vulgarizes its expressive identity. His art 
deepens as it circles back upon itself, and slowly spirals 
upward. The recent prints are eloquent testimony to this 
essential dimension of Kelly's creativity. 
The first major lithographic projects that Kelly under-
took after the opening of his print retrospective were the 
related Fourth Curve Series and Colored Forms, both of 
which were published by Gemini G.E.L. in 1988. Re-presenting 
shapes already established in paintings, images include 
spherical triangles, triangulated segments of circles, and 
one skewed square. Coming into the workshop with previ-
ously resolved preliminary drawings, Kelly endeavored in 
early proofs to adjust the relationships between the size of 
shape and the size of the sheet so that shape and sheet 
held each other in dynamic equilibrium. Kelly ' s visual intu-
ition in these matters is not unlike the aural gift of both 
identifying and producing perfect pitch. Following this, his 
next step was to establish the right saturation and value 
for the color that he had selected for each shape. He knew 
in advance that he wished to distribute black, gray, and the 
three primary and three secondary colors (red, yellow, and 
blue; orange, green, and purple) throughout both series. 
The spread of these colors relates the two series and 
gives them a conceptual as well as perceptual purity. At 
this point, in Kelly 's words, he had "named" the colors, 
but had yet to "find" them. He did this in the early proofing 
stages when he had many inks mixed and printed to estab-
lish what he saw as the right saturation and value of hue. 
After the black-and-white sobriety of the Concorde Series 
and St. Martin Series of the early 1980s, the new editions 
pronounced an exuberant return to spectral color. 
Kelly also added to his use of color a new variable 
that had first appeared in the St. Martin Series. Wishing to 
emulate in the earlier series the random textures he had 
sought in his weathering steel and wood sculptures-
effected by oxidation and wood graining-he deposited a 
variety of texture patterns directly onto a series of litho-
graphic plates with a miscellany of tools and agents, includ-
ing tusche and salt washes, large brushes, and tarpaulin 
rags . Allowing for chance effects, he wished to establish 
surfaces he conceived as anonymous. Having allied, from 
his point of view, the sculptures to nature's mechanics, 
which were beyond his control, he now brought this relation-
ship of art and nature to the St. Martin Series by stamping 
out calculated shape from the black-inked texture plates. 5 
In the Fourth Curve Series and in Colored Forms, he elabo-
rated on this method by working lithographic crayon on 
acetate sheets for photo-processing, overprinting plates, 
and introducing color. To create a set of variations for each 
colored shape, Kelly assigned flat color to one edition, a 
texture plate to another, or he layered a texture plate with 
a printing of transparent color. Adding another set of adjust-
ments to his resolution of a print, he now had to balance 
texture against shape and color. The new prints wedded the 
tactile concerns of the sculpture to the preoccupations of 
color in the paintings. Yet Kelly entertains a mutability of 
form in the prints that is not available in either the paint-
ings or sculpture. Although shape and color remain con-
stant in each group of what might be considered state 
editions, a given form subtly shifts its countenance from 
one print to the next, not unlike the moon as thin wisps of 
clouds drift across its face. 
However related the Fourth Curve Series and Colored 
Forms are in fundamental shape, color interests, and random 
patterning, they are richer pendants for being expressive 
opposites. The Fourth Curve Series announces narrow and 
laterally expansive wedges of color, like the fanned tail-feath-
ers of a peacock. In centered suspension on their seven-foot 
expanses of paper, they exhibit a gracious poise that is 
countered by the antic energies of the Colored Forms, partic-
ularly when Kelly brings them together in the grand summa-
rizing lithograph, Purple/ Red/Gray/Orange (plate 12). 
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As he was preparing Colored Forms at Gemini G.E.L., 
Kelly asked to see proofs of all four shapes tacked to the 
wall. When he saw them lined up, he was taken with the 
desire to print flat-colored versions of them on a single 
sheet of paper. The technical challenge was staggering. 
The proposed print, in order to accommodate a proper 
placement of shapes, had to be 225 inches long, but the 
press bed was only 102 inches long. The solution lay in 
four separate printings of each of the shapes, with the 
sheet ingeniously rolled up for four runs through the press. 
When executed, Kelly had made an eighteen-foot print, 
Purplej Redj Grayj Orange, that rivaled the scale of the 
paintings and sculptures. Precedent for the assembling 
of shapes in this fashion existed in the multi-paneled wall 
reliefs and paintings that constituted single works of art. If 
Kelly's large-scale print recalls the dialogues between paint-
ing and wall or sculpture and wall, the relationship in the 
print exists between four sprightly forms and an eighteen-
foot expanse of paper. To this finely tuned relationship Kelly 
also contrived a particular sequence of forms so that 
shapes relate as a unity and do not stand independent of 
each other. This is all deftly accomplished in his most sym-
phonic print. Kelly achieves a rhythmic syncopation that 
calls to mind in color strength and comparable musicality 
the lively stencils of Henri Matisse's Jazz (1952). 
Jazz was an artist's book, consisting of gouache-print-
ed images and Matisse's own handwritten text. It remains 
one of the most distinguished contributions to a defining 
aspect of twentieth-century printmaking. More so than indi-
vidually issued prints, or prints gathered in portfolios, the 
artist's book was the most important format for the modern 
print during the first half of the century. With Un coup de 
des, Kelly entered this tradition with the brilliant pairing of 
his lithography with Stephane Mallarme's symbolist poetry. 
Drawing his compositions from earlier print series - the 
First, Second and Third Curve Series (197 4-76) and the 
Concorde Series (1982)-as well as creating a haunting 
new curve, a slow bas-de-page arc, he orchestrated images 
into a sequence of variations on the curved and straight line. 
The grave beauty and cerebral rigor of Kelly's shapes 
and their ordered progression are intercepted by what ini-
tially appears to be enigmatic insertions of blank pages. 
Kelly chose to include empty pages to avoid any possibility 
of a printed shape bleeding through to appear as a "ghost 
image" on a text page. The visual rhythm of text, image, 
and blank page results from a practical solution. Sti ll, the 
emotional feel of such a sequence is an unanticipated 
break, a subtle sense of the accidental, which is mirrored 
in Mallarme's surprising splits in continuous poetic text, and 
his unconventional typography of staggered and truncated 
lines. The white pages provide another lyrical link between 
Mallarme and Kelly; the blank page is also the common 
host to the poet's verse and the artist's image. As Mallarme 
plays bare paper against printed text, Kelly rests his black-
inked shapes in relationship to unprinted paper. The match 
of poet and artist is seamless. 
Un coup de des (figure 5) also occasioned four litho-
graphs, one in black and three in color that make up the 
Mallarme Suite (plates 13-16) of the same year. Kelly 
selected the four images from the book's eleven illustra-
tions. Three of the prints are re lated in color to a series of 
paintings that appeared in the 1992 Documenta exhibition 
in Kassel, Germany. Color is initially surprising. Hues are 
subdued: a deep red and green, a dark cobalt, and black. Not 
immediately associated with Kelly's hedonistic colors, they 
are nonetheless found earlier in his Colored Paper Images 
(1977) and in Co/or Panels for a Large Wall (1978), although 
they take their place in these instances alongside clear, efful-
gent colors. A "suite" in name only, the Mallarme set of litho-
graphs is a single work of art, intended by the artist to be 
seen together. What is arresting about Kelly's color choices 
is the cumulative effect of the four lower-value hues, 
13 
14 
ELLSWORTH KELLY: RECENT PRINTS 
unleavened with bright color. Attuned to each other by their 
shared color density, they father a dark resonance that 
strikes a lower-register chord in keeping with the symbolist 
mystery of Un coup de des. 
The abstract prints stand in special relationship to the 
paintings. Kelly may say "I take an image of the painting 
and present it on paper," but his particular approach to 
appropriating that image (note that he does not say " I take 
the painting ... ") is not an act of simple reproduction. For 
the artist, "the prints are an index to the paintings. " This 
cannot be said of the plant lithographs, which, as drawings , 
combine with the ink and pencil renderings of similar sub-
jects to form a single category. Kelly delights in the special 
properties of his various drawing media. The quality of line 
changes as he moves from pencil , to ink, to lithographic 
crayon. The lithographs display further differences as the 
crayon drawings, made on transfer paper or, more recently, 
on acetate sheets , are moved to a lithography plate and 
printed on paper. Printing inks in lithography processes are 
absorbed entirely into the sheet, unlike drawing inks and 
pencil marks that rest on the surface of the paper. Fixed in 
the paper, the lithographic crayon drawings, for Kelly, have a 
"c larity and assertiveness " and a certain "quality of perfor-
mance" that distinguish them from the plant drawings in 
other media . 
Over the past decade, Kelly has added the series Oak 
Leaves (1992) and two individual lithographs , Tropical Plant 
Figure 3 
Marcus Gheeraerts 
King Christian IV of Denmark, 1614 
oil on canvas 
78 '1, x 51'1. inches (199.39 x 131.45 em .) 
Co llection of Ell sworth Kelly 
(1995) (plate 19) and Leaves (1997), to his botanical inven-
tory. As he focused on his subjects and began to map their 
salient forms, Kelly directed a contour line that reveals a 
changing touch of the crayon as hand pressure varied. Line 
is thin , then fat; smeared, then crisp. Line hesitates, then 
moves ahead . Kelly purposely seeks these qualities to enliv-
en the drawing and to give his subject, which is without 
detail or modeling, a remarkable sense of volume. Kelly 's 
plants exist in space; they never read as though they have 
been pressed between· the covers of a book. In a lithograph 
such as Tropical Plant, Kelly 's visual chronicle of his subject 
has omitted physical detail to the extent that our eye 
becomes aware of form that mediates between identifiable 
plant and abstract shape. Kelly seeks what he calls " in-
between perception ": that point between the world of vision 
and art. The plant lithographs are for him "exercises in ink 
and drawing of the voluptuousness of form and perception ." 
Kelly elaborated on these poetics in Oak II (plate 18). 
Taken together, the group of lithographs suggests different 
points of view taken by Kelly as he scrutinized his motifs: 
the leaves are observed frontally, from the side , and rotated 
slightly. Two prints depict different aspects of the same 
small branch with two leaves ; three other prints examine 
the same five-leaf branch in different positions; and the 
remaining two are individual renderings of a three- and 
eleven-leaf branch . Oak Leaves is a serialized account of 
perception. Excluding the variables of time and light that 
RICHARD H. AXSOM 
informed Claude Monet's treatment of the theme in his 
serial paintings of the 1890s, Kelly addresses the issue in 
his own original manner: his lean variable is spatial shift. 
A mutable and seemingly continuous line becomes an 
expressive sign of contemplation as it tracks the artist's 
focused eye. For Kelly and Monet, reality is not things, but 
our cumulative perceptions of them . 
Until 1990, a simple division seemed to exist in Kelly's 
prints between those that were abstract and the plant litho-
graphs. The stylistic poles represented by these two bodies 
of work spoke to the perennial importance of naturalistic as 
well as abstract modes in his art. Yet they are ultimately 
joined, on a formal level, by an eye directed toward distinc-
tive shape and a sensibility anchored in the visual world . 
This sensibility is further manifested in the artist's postcard 
collages, photography, and portrait drawings. 
Kelly's portraits are less familiar to the general public 
than his abstract paintings, but drawings of friends and self-
portraits appeared in his art at the very start.6 Of the sev-
eral hundred drawings he executed in 1949, fully one-third 
are portraits, rendered spontaneously in contour drawings. 
His love of the genre is also apparent from the many post-
card reproductions of celebrated portraits by Max Beckmann, 
Pablo Picasso, Hans Holbein, Edouard Manet, Jan van Eyck, 
and others that are tacked over one of his work counters. 
In early 1998 a visitor to Kelly's studio could also see a 
large-scale portrait. Painted in 1614 by Marcus Gheeraerts, 
court painter to James I, King of England, the standing fig-
ure is King Christian IV of Denmark, brother of the English 
queen (figure 3). Gheeraerts was one of the last court 
painters to work in a mannerist, Elizabethan style that 
favored abstracted, flat form, a taste shortly to be replaced 
by the baroque naturalism of the Flemish portraitist Anthony 
van Dyke. The Gheeraerts painting provides yet another 
clue for understanding the relationship between Kelly's 
abstract and figurative styles, intriguingly strengthened by 
the artist's placement of two of his vertical "totem " sculp-
tures to either side of the seventeenth-century portrait. 
Increasingly since the 1980s, Kelly's portrait drawings 
have been affectionate caricatures of friends and himself, 
done for the amusement of all. The artist finds safe haven 
for his wit in these images. In a remarkable elaboration of 
these interests, he introduced this more private side of his 
art into the prints with Portraits, a major lithographic series 
that he began in 1986, and which Gemini G.E.L. released in 
1990 (plates 7-10). 7 
Conceived by Kelly in the same spirit of playfulness 
that describes the caricature drawings, the portrait litho-
graphs had one early precedent in the prints. When he 
arrived in Paris in the early 1960s to oversee an exhibition 
of his paintings, he began his first editions of prints with 
Maeght Editeur, the Suite of Twenty-Seven Color Lithographs 
(1965) and the Suite of Plant Lithographs (1966). He also 
made a print entitled David (1964), a drawing of a friend in 15 
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the linear style of the plant lithographs . However, when por-
traiture reemerged in Kelly 's print series of the later 1980s, 
he dramatically linked his tradition of portrait drawings to 
the concerns of his pure abstraction . 
Kelly started with four small snapshots: one of him-
self, and three of a close friend, the photographer Jack 
Shear. As home photos of smiling subjects, they were not 
intended for art, nor were they taken by him. Kelly appropri-
ated them as "found objects." He sees the element of 
chance activating this project. He then manipulated the pho-
tographs to remove the artist's hand , to create art that lay 
outside of himself, free of personal decision making. Taking 
only the heads of his figures , he enlarged them from half an 
inch to the size of the prints, which is approximately 4 7 x 38 
inches . In the Jack images , the outline of the figure 's head 
disappeared and was replaced by the rectangular format 
of the sheet, distancing the image from its original identity 
as a depiction of someone (plates 8-10). As features 
were fragmented , the portraits became less immediately 
recognizable . The graininess of the oversize images also 
abstracted form, injecting textured striations and exaggera-
tions of detail. Kelly expressly directed his actions to 
achieve these accidental effects. He enlarged form to 
explode it, to distort its original structure. Once done, the 
results were a surprise; the new image was beyond any 
conscious design .8 In additional abstract reworkings of the 
original color photographs , Kelly printed features in black 
ink and added strong, non-naturalistic colored grounds. In 
four editions he multiplied the image six times and arranged 
a color sequence to create horizontal "spectrums, " recalling 
a familiar format he had used earlier in the abstract paint-
ings and prints. 
Kelly's portrait lithographs hold psychological informa-
tion in smiling and austere faces, in the informality or stud-
ied poses of the sitters. But character is sublimated by the 
abstracting processes. The diaristic function of the earlier 
portrait drawings is suspended by fragmentation and the 
chance patterns that emerged from enlargement. In 
EK/ Green, for example, the irregular verticals that identify 
background, and half of the head, seem to run down the 
sheet to coagulate in the shoulder area, like water spilling 
down a glass pane (plate 7). They efface all readable detail. 
But Kelly stops his abstraction short of dissolving all recog-
nizable imagery. At a perfect juncture, the prints balance 
the figurative concerns of the portrait drawings and the 
purity of the abstract paintings. 
To what avail is figurative imagery abstracted by Kelly? 
Although the portrait lithographs do not scout the psychol-
ogy of the sitters, nor scrutinize the self, they are still first 
and foremost portraits. By wedding frontal compositions of 
the figure with abstracted form, Kelly creates a series of 
secular icons . An artful selection of mundane ephemera 
from everyday life-the smiling snapshots that affection-
ately record life's insignificant moments-is bridged to the 
universalist and conceptual framework of Kelly's abstrac-
tion. Personal and time-specific boundaries are eased and 
human personality is joined to more sublime contexts of 
nature and its workings. In the transcendental spirit of his 
abstract prints and plant lithographs , Kelly's Portraits series 
is a link, as is all of his art, between the phenomenal world 
and the ineffable. 
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1. The Detroit Institute of Arts, Ellsworth Kelly: A Print Retrospec-
tive. September 13-November 1, 1987. Traveling exhibition 
organized by the American Federation of Arts and guest curator 
Richard H. Axsom. 
2. Barbara Rose and Ellsworth Kelly, Ellsworth Kelly: Paintings 
and Sculptures 1963-1979 (Amsterdam: Stedelijk Museum, 
1979), 30. 
3. Jim Reid, in conversation with the author. Los Angeles, January 
1998. 
4. Ellsworth Kelly, in conversation with the author. Unless other-
wise noted, all statements by the artist were made to the 
author during conversations in Spencertown, New York, or by 
telephone. February and March 1998. 
5. For a fuller discussion of Kelly's introduction of texture plates 
to his lithography, see Richard H. Axsom, The Prints of 
Ellsworth Kelly: A Catalogue Raisonne, 1949- 1985 (New York: 
Hudson Hills Press, 1987), 161- 167. 
6. Before receiving formal training in art, Kelly had sketched dis-
placed persons at the end of World War II in Europe. As a stu-
dent at the Boston Museum School between 1947 and 1948, 
he drew and painted from nude models and began making por-
traits, a habit he has continued to the present. 
7. For a discussion of Kelly's portrait drawings and postcard-
collage portraits, see Richard H. Axsom, Portraits at Gemini 
(Los Angeles: Gemini G.E.L., 1990). 
8. The effects were similar, in spirit, to the realization of texture 
patterns in the St. Martin Series and in the contemporaneous 
Fourth Curve Series and Colored Forms. They were, however, 
achieved very differently in each case. In Portraits, the enlarged 
snapshot fragments , not a directly worked plate or an acetate 
drawing, became the basis for photoplates with which to initi-
ate the lithographs. 
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PLATE 1 
Red Curve, 1988 
Two-color lithograph on Arches 88 paper 
26 x 84 inches (66 .04 x 213.36 em .) 
Published by Gemini G.E. L. 
PLATE 2 
Blue Curve (State II), 1988 
Two-color lithograph on Arches 88 paper 
37 1/, x 84 inches (95.25 x 213.36 em.) 
Published by Gemini G.E.L. 
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PLATE 3 
Green Curve, 1988 
Two -color lithograph on Arches 88 paper 
37 1h x 84 inches (95.25 x 213.36 em.) 
Published by Gemini G.E.L. 
PLATE 4 
Black Curve, 1988 
One-color lithograph on Arches Cover paper 
37 1/, x 84 inches (95.25 x 213.36 em.) 
Published by Gemini G.E. L. 
21 
22 
PLATE 5 
Gray Curve, 1988 
Two-color lithograph on Arches Cover paper 
26 x 84 inches (66.04 x 213.36 em.) 
Published by Gemini G.E.L. 
PLATE 6 
Yellow Curve, 1988 
One-color lithograph on Arches 88 paper 
26 x 84 inches (66.04 x 213.36 em.) 
Published by Gemini G.E. L. 
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PLATE 7 
EK/ Green, 1990 
Two-color lithograph on Arches 88 paper 
47 x 36 3 / 4 inches (119.38 x 93.35 em.) 
Published by Gemini G.E.L. 
PLATE 8 
Jack/ Blue, 1990 
Two-color lithograph on Arches 88 paper 
47 x 36 1 / 4 inches (119.38 x 92.08 em.) 
Published by Gemini G.E.L. 
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KELLY AND MALLARME 
A COLLABORATION ACROSS A CENTURY 
The year 1992 saw the publication of Ellsworth Kelly's 
illustrations for Stephane Mallarme 's poem Un coup de des 
jamais n 'abolira /e hasard (A Throw of the Dice Never Will 
Abolish Chance). 1 Kelly chose an ambitious text for his 
only endeavor at book illustration . This French poem, 
renowned for its playfulness and difficulty, provides an ideal 
structure for Kelly's essential forms. Written at the end of 
the poet's life and in the malaise of fin-de-siecle Europe, 
Un coup de des is an account of our essential desire-and 
ultimate inability-to change fate. Its highly visual layout 
and open-ended narrative encourage multiple readings, and 
it has been hailed by critics as the beginning of modern and 
postmodern literary practices alike. 2 
Mallarme's elusive poem is now a backdrop for 
Ellsworth Kelly's mature aesthetic at the turn of a new cen-
tury. This edition reveals a partnership that spans the one 
hundred years between the original text and its contempo-
rary illustration. In this recent version of Un coup de des, 
two modernist vocabularies are paired-Mallarme's enig-
matic syntax with Kelly 's fragmented forms. It is illuminating 
to outline the radical nature of the poet's text and to observe 
how Kelly matches Mallarme's prose with his own distinctive 
voice. Kelly 's illustrations offer us an opportunity to study 
the artist's development of his vocabulary over the span of 
fifty years and to critique his singular vision of modernism. 
Originally published in the journal Cosmopolis in 1897, 
Mallarme's eleven-page poem persists as a touchstone 
for modernist aesthetics. Dense, wily, and intricate , the 
text breaks literary conventions and forces "exceptional 
demands" upon the reader. 3 The poem is cited by twentieth-
century scholars for its radical shift in narrative and is herald-
ed for its elusiveness. The work was the culmination of the 
poet's investigation of language and poetic form. It was, as 
biographer Gordon Millan states, "the outcome of a lifelong 
interest in the relationship between science and art. lan-
guage and myth, ritual and religion. "4 In his book, A Throw 
of the Dice: The Life of Stephane Mal/arme, Millan continues: 
Without being the Great Work itself, it [ Un coup de 
des] is related to it and constitutes Mallarme's first 
really serious attempt to produce the lasting liter-
ary monument to the post-Christian era which, 
many years earlier, he had announced to his 
friends. He probably had this text (or something 
very much like it) in mind when, more recently still, 
he had informed his Mardistes [Mallarme 's circle] 
that "in four pages" he could "explain the world. "5 
Un coup de des was Mallarme's quest to "explain the world." 
In this, one of his final works, Mallarme was attempt-
ing to convey the essential state of human existence. The 
text has been interpreted in many ways-as representing 
the evolution of Man, a meditation on fate , a consideration 
of genius. All accounts agree that it is a powerful vision of 
life and death. The poem begins with a gesture of chance, 
a throw of the dice. We are then transported to a crisis: a 
ship falling upon rocks, the master of the ship standing on 
deck over the calamity below. He ponders the raging sea, 
the shadows, the abyss. The master holds the dice, hesi-
tates, then throws them downward in an effort to change 
destiny. It is an empty gesture, and he disappears into the 
sea without a trace . At the end, the poem cycles back to 
the initial dictum of the title with the cryptic pronounce-
ment, "All Thought Emits a Throw of the Dice." 6 Every idea 
is an act of chance. Mallarme's "master" in the poem is 
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our representative; he stands for all of mankind in our 
desire to understand and control destiny, and Mallarme 
shows us how ultimately futile that quest is. 
In Un coup de des, Mallarme conjures an entirely pro-
visional text, one in which images and themes emerge and 
vanish, verse is discontinued, and phrases are fragmented. 
As the author states in his preface to the poem, "Everything 
takes place by abridgment, hypothetically; one avoids the 
narration. " 7 Embedded in the open field of the page, the 
narrative is multi-layered and open-ended, difficult and con-
founding. Mallarme circumvents conventional storytelling 
and actively encourages our reading of his text in a number 
of ways. The eye moves conventionally from left to right on 
a single page, horizontally across the fold of the page and 
vertically downward through the page. We may read and 
re-read a single page any number of times and be given var-
ious narrative sequences. This multiplicity disrupts our pat-
tern of thinking and makes all reading contingent upon the 
selected path through the text. The poem does not easily 
resolve itself in our minds, and phrases roll forward through 
the pages to elicit compounding readings . 
At a glance we see how Stephane Mallarme's poem 
is distinctive (figure 4). A host of typefaces and font sizes 
greet us; on each page words are strewn across the paper. 
Further, we can follow each typeface and font size through 
the eleven-page text; phrases are given to us in large or 
small capital letters, in italics or in smaller type. For exam-
ple, the first page of this text contains both the abbreviated 
title and the opening line, "UN COUP DE DES," in capital 
letters, and the rest of the title is broken apart and scat-
tered across the poem at varying elevations on the page. 
As Daisy Aldan outlines in her translator's note, Mallarme 
shifts typography to introduce various narrative strands.8 
The poet visually defines themes, counterthemes, and 
adjacent ideas through a division and multiplication of type-
faces and sizes. This strategy allows us to read across the 
poem as we turn the pages, remembering threads of the 
story through their distinctive type. 
The poet conveys this already complex narrative in an 
equally revolutionary manner, using typographical arrange-
ments to visually relay the raging seas, the ship tumbling 
upon rocks, the desperate throw of the dice, and the con-
stellations of stars. Clustered on the page, Mallarme's 
words form ideograms, optical images that support and 
augment the text. 9 The variation of font sizes and line place-
ments create an immediate sensation, and the visual play 
of the text becomes part of the narrative. In a letter to fel-
low writer Andre Gide, Mallarme noted his approval of the 
Cosmopolis page layout of Un coup de des: 
The constellation will, according to precise laws 
and as far as possible in a printed text, inevitably 
adopt the shape of a constellation. The boat will 
tilt from the top of one page to the bottom of 
another, etc., for .. . the rhythm of a phrase 
describing the action or an object has no mean-
ing unless it imitates them, and, when printed on 
paper and thus retrieved by literature, it should 
render something of its original stamp.10 
This revolutionary arrangement further multiplies the narra-
tive and its significances. 
The poem's innovative typography demands an equally 
bold use of space. The whiteness of the page becomes part 
of the provisional reading and gives the narrative an open 
arena in wh ich to move. For Mallarme, not only do the black 
letters convey the various narrative strands and evoke the 
many poetic associations, but the whiteness of the page 
also becomes an active agent. The distributions of space, 
or the blancs as the poet described them, assume a central 
function in the reading of the poem.11 The two elements-
black text and white space-work in tandem and visually 
oscillate on the page. In his preface, the author writes: 
The paper intervenes every time an image on its 
own, ceases or retires within the page, accepting 
the succession of the others, and it is not a 
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Figure 4 
Stephane Mallarme 
Un coup de des jamais n'abolira le hasard 
(A Throw of the Dice Never Will Abolish Chance), 1992 
Eleven one-color lithographs by Ellsworth Kelly 
17 x 12 1 / 2 inches (43.18 x 31.75 em.) 
Published by The Limited Editions Club, New York 
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F i gure 5 
Stephane Mallarme 
Un coup de des jamais n'abolira le hasard 
(A Throw of the Dice Never Will Abolish Chance). 1992 
Eleven one-color lithographs by Ellsworth Kelly 
17 x 12 ' /2 inches (43.18 x 31.75 em .) 
Published by The Limited Editions Club, New York 
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question, unlike the usual state of affairs , of reg-
ular sound effects or verses-rather of prismatic 
subdivisions of the idea , the instant when they 
appear and during which their cooperation lasts, 
in some exact mental setting. The text imposes 
itself in various places, near or far from the 
latent guiding thread , according to what seems 
to be the probable sense.12 
Mallarme 's text assumes an organic quality; images 
emerge and shift on the white ground, imposing themselves 
on the page. Written a hundred years ago, Un coup de des 
remains a radical text. 
Not surprisingly, the poet's name is now used as an 
adjective-"Mallarmean"-to describe the modernist strate-
gies of multiplicity and ambiguity. The intellectual puzzles that 
Mallarme presents to us have been the subject of significant 
scholarly attention.13 The critical literature on Mallarme is full 
of deciphering efforts; contemporary writers try to unwrap, 
unfold , and unravel the poet's work. In his recent study, 
Unlocking Mallarme, Graham Robb describes the labyrinthine 
nature of reading the work of this Symbolist poet: 
Once we have read a Mallarme poem several 
times , looked up all the words in Littre, applied 
auxiliary etymological meanings, explained gram-
matical oddities or ambiguities, detected a 
theme, attached the poem to a field of general 
human interest, responded to its moods and 
images , compared our impressions with the opin-
ions of a critic and , finally, assumed that when 
he claimed his poetry was not obscure, Mallarme 
was either teasing or in error, there is probably 
no quick and easy way to acquire a deeper under-
standing (or an illusion of it} , or even a conviction 
that deeper understanding is on offer. In fact, the 
most pleasurable or painful lesson of this poetry 
is perhaps the realization that the reward for 
solving one puzzle is the revelation of countless 
other, previously unsuspected puzzles.14 
Given the visual, provisional nature of Mallarme 's text, the 
task of illustrating the work would appear daunting. 
At the time of the original publication , Mallarme had 
agreed to a subsequent luxury edition of the poem, which 
was to be illustrated with four prints by Odilon Redon .1 5 
The selection of Redan as illustrator for Mallarme 's text is 
understandable. The author, who was intimately involved in 
the avant-garde, had met the painter several years earlier. 
Mallarme admired Redan's symbolist imagery and felt a 
strong correspondence with the artist 's visionary images. 
Both men believed in the primacy of the idea over the repre-
sentation of reality. Redan 's enigmatic, dreamlike imagery 
transgresses traditional representation in a manner similar 
to the poet's own breaking of literary conventions. A Redan 
is as difficult to "read " as a Mallarme poem. In the work of 
each , meanings shift and oscillate across thesurface until 
reason is abandoned.16 It was intended that Redan create 
four lithographs to illustrate Un coup de des. With Mallar-
me 's death in 1898, the project was never completed. Yet, 
as Penny Florence details in her study, Mallarme, Manet 
and Redan, author and artist had similar goals and strate-
gies. Mallarme was involved in discussions about the illus-
trations for the text, indicating that he wanted them to be 
dark in order to contrast with the whiteness of the poem.17 
Yet Odilon Redan 's figurative prints chafe against 
Mallarme's sublime text. Each of the three surviving litho-
graphs depicts a woman. One wears a jester's cap and 
appears to contemplate a strange bird while a die rolls 
into the frame; a second figure swirls onto the page , 
emerging from a plantlike form ; a third confronts us 
wearing a large hat depicted as a constellation . While 
these figures share Mallarme 's sense of disjunction and 
are ambiguously portrayed, the images ultimately fail to 
engage the narrative of the poem. Redan 's whimsical 
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figures do not have the gravity of the poet's meditation 
on chance and fate ; they simply do not share the magni-
tude of Mallarme 's scope. 
The visual play and narrative elusiveness of Un coup 
de des resist any additional illustrative element. Given the 
richness of Mallarme 's narrative, it is difficult to imagine an 
artist creating the appropriate images for the text. The hur-
dles are enormous. An artist would need to partner his 
work to Mallarme's, employing not description but sugges-
tion. Ellsworth Kelly creates such an alliance. 
Ellsworth Kelly's Un coup de des respects the author's 
original conception and honors an already visually adventur-
ous text. The artist produced eleven black-and-white images, 
with one following each of Mallarme's pages (see, for 
example , figure 5) . Kelly's layout has two significant conse-
quences: the integrity of Mallarme's text remains intact, 
and the textual element is paired with a visual element. The 
reader alternates between author and artist, reading text, 
then image, then text again. Working in step with the poem, 
Kelly pairs his vocabulary with Mallarme's. Blank sheets 
separate the pages of the poem from their lithographic part-
ners and provide momentary silences between these two 
voices. The black-and-white patterning of Mallarme's poem 
and Kelly 's elemental images create a graphic heartbeat. 
Mimicking the poet's own visual intonation of the text, 
Kelly 's prints rise and fall on the page. The first and last 
print mirror each other-a large black arc rising from the 
lower left corner of the page extends up to the tip of the 
upper right corner and then reverses itself on the final page. 
This framework is enhanced by the fifth print. At the center 
of the book, the print is divided horizontally in half, which 
severs the page and the overall print sequence neatly in 
two. Kelly's bracketing of his print sequence corresponds to 
Mallarme's own literary gesture . The initial throw of the dice 
and the concluding statement, "All Thought Emits a Throw 
of the Dice, " likewise frame the poem's narrative. 
Kelly's rhythmic procession is clearly seen in his 
preparatory images for the Mallarme book (figure 6). Drawn 
in graphite, with black paper shapes cut and pasted onto 
paper, the collages map out the entire sequence of the 
artist 's drama. Laid out side-by-side across a wall, these 
collages provide a panoramic notation of the artist 's vision. 
Here the bracketing by Kelly's first and last image is readily 
apparent, as is the bisection of the series in the central 
image. Other connections quickly appear-images number 
two and eight reflect each other; numbers three and nine 
are identical, but the black and white areas switch . This 
conceptual dissection, however, is a secondary reaction to 
the primary reading of the series. The images undulate 
across the pages with a rhythmic quality that is precisely 
balanced by the rigor of their format. The shallow arcs 
counter the sharp angles as the eye moves along the wall . 
Everything is in motion and yet is in perfect order; all is 
open and yet is clearly defined. 
Kelly responds to Mallarme's fluctuating text with his 
own alternation between arc and angle. The odd-numbered 
prints use the same arc, whose long radius gives them a 
slow, sloping quality. Their shallow bulge evokes the natural 
world (an ocean wave, a horizon), the human body (a belly, 
a shoulder), manual action (a sweep of the hand, a throw of 
the dice) . Alternating with these organic images are sharply 
angled cuts on the even-numbered prints. Like their rounded 
cousins , these angled images project several possible iden-
tities: a hull of a ship, an open window. The whiteness and 
blackness of the forms are the sky, sea, heavens, and 
abyss . In his sequence of elemental forms , Kelly parallels 
the poem 's elusive text and consciously honors its spirit. 
In a recent interview, the artist spoke of his identification 
with Mallarme's provisional verse and noted the difficulty of 
reading Mallarme 's poem. Pointing to various words in the 
text, Kelly translated individual passages, expanded on their 
meaning, and marveled at the multiplicity of the narrative. 1 8 
Kelly 's lithographs create an open field on which we project 
imagery from the text and advance the narrative. In Un coup 
de des, our textual reading is guided by, added to , and com-
pleted in tandem with that of the artist. 
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Figure 6 
Ellsworth Kelly 
Untitled (Studies for Un coup de des), 1991 
Graphite and col lage on paper 
24 x 20 inches each (60.96 x 50.80 em.) 
Collection of Werner H. and 
Sarah-Ann Kramarsky 
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Kelly 's eleven illustrations for Un coup de des are an 
alphabet of the artist's essential forms. Mallarme 's enig-
matic poem provides an ideal structure for the singular 
vision that Kelly has been developing for fifty years. The 
ancestry for the Mallarme lithographs progresses back 
through the decades . Kelly, who meticulously documents 
his entire production, consciously appropriates from his 
own oeuvre to reformulate and present a basic visual 
vocabulary. For Un coup de des , he revisits major points of 
transition in his career and gathers central images into an 
elementary sequence. 
Several angular forms in Un coup de des emerge 
directly from Kelly's lithographic Concorde Series of the 
1980s, while the opening Mallarme illustration duplicates 
his Third Curve Series from the previous decade. 1.9 These 
forms are also linked to the artist's paintings from the 
1960s, when he was producing elementary black-and-white 
images. The artist 's interest in constructing an "alphabet 
of plastic pictorial elements" reaches back to his early 
career. 20 Several of the most basic images used in illustrat-
ing Mallarme's text, such as the vertical and horizontal 
bisections of the page, stem from his 1951 proposed book, 
"Line, Form, and Color. " As Clare Bell describes in her essay 
for the artist's recent Guggenheim Museum retrospective, 
this book project maps out his early interest in an elemental 
art. The proposed book was to be a series of linoleum block 
prints with no writing whatsoever. The preparatory drawings 
and collages display a set of modular elements; half of the 
images-the first twenty-are conceived in black and white. 
They are distinguished by their fundamental nature, often 
described by a single line or geometric form on a square for-
mat.21. Kelly's "Line, Form, and Color" also forms a decisive 
break from his early, empirical approach to art. While specif-
ic shapes in this 1951 proposal may originate in architectur-
al fragments, Kelly consciously removes the forms from any 
closed narrative . Again , Clare Bell states: 
Despite any apparent visual correspondence-
whether acknowledged by Kelly or merely 
surmised-his forms are never meant to 
refer directly to their sources. Rather, they are 
reassessments of perceptual dynamics, not 
entirely without narrative; but with no immutably 
fixed meaning. 22 
Of central importance to this new narrative flexibility was 
Ellsworth Kelly's play with the element of chance that he 
investigated during the late 1940s. 
In his essay on Ellsworth Kelly's early years, Yve-Aiain 
Bois illuminates Kelly's specific investigation into abstrac-
tion after World War II in France . Bois depicts the artist 
as constructing an a-compositional mode. 23 During this 
fertile period , Kelly elaborated on a new approach to pic-
ture-making that included isolation, tracing, transfer, and 
fragmentation of images . At this time he began to explore 
the element of chance , experimenting with a type of sur-
realist automatism and free-form drawing. Kelly paid sev-
eral visits to the artist Jean Arp, who showed the young 
American some of his chance collages. Bois writes that 
these visits were crucial to Kelly's subsequent experimen-
tation with chance. In emulation of Arp's dadaist proce-
dure, he too tore drawings and collages and dropped 
fragments onto other pieces of paper. 24 Over time , these 
spontaneous compositions were set into geometric mod-
ules, creating a new dialectic between order and disorder.25 
By the early 1950s, when he proposed "Line, Form, and 
Color," Kelly's work had achieved its elementary oscilla-
tion between control and chance, between natural referents 
and geometric play. Fifty years after first experimenting 
with Arp's process, Kelly has refined the element of 
chance and the strategy of fragmentation into an experi-
ence of pure visual form. 
In Un coup de des, Kelly's elemental forms elicit a 
range of narrative possibilities and visual suggestions that 
interplay with the poet's elusive text. The curved forms and 
angled polygons open the field of Mallarme's poem even 
wider. Often they seem to refer directly to the poem; at 
other times, these prints engage our imagination separately 
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from Mallarme's text. They operate within and at the side of 
the poetic narrative. Formally, these illustrations exhibit a 
new independence as images are pushed to the edge of the 
page. The lithographs depart from Kelly 's previous print for-
mat. The artist has abolished the conventional border that 
surrounds his prints, and the shapes float to the edges and 
corners of the paper. Without their traditional frame, these 
lithographs achieve a greater sense of weight. Kelly, who 
sees his print production as emerging generally from his 
"main" activities of painting and sculpture, gives these 
prints a newfound integrity.26 
The artist's Mallarme Suite, made immediately follow-
ing his illustration of Un coup de des, maintains the same 
format as the book. Like the prints in the book, the four 
lithographs in the suite are spare geometric forms in which 
the image extends to the edge of the paper. The suite pulls 
a set of arc and angle forms directly from the illustrations. 
While the book's text and imagery are black and white, the 
suite includes deep, somber hues that the artist was using 
at the time in his paintings for the Documenta IX exhibition 
in Kassel , Germany.27 A warm mulberry, an evergreen, a 
lapis blue, and a resolutely flat black compose the suite 
(plates 13-16). There is a close relationship of print pro-
duction to Kelly's investigation of form in painting and 
sculpture. Like his panel images, the forms in the Mallarme 
Suite oscillate between figure and ground, with each shape 
separating from and hovering over the paper. 
Kelly's simplified, fragmented forms of the Mallarme 
Suite and book emerge from his central interest in vision.28 
In the visual chaos that surrounds us, we perceive objects 
in a partial manner-the vertical base of a tree through a 
window frame, or perhaps the sloping shoulder of someone 
passing through a room. Kelly uses these fragments in his 
art. His radical cropping of form and isolation of shape 
remind us of something once seen. They operate through 
gestures of evocation and allusion. His elemental images 
reflect our direct, partial, and uncompromised encounter 
with the world. 
Kelly's passion for the visual experience mirrors 
Mallarme's own aesthetics of writing. The poet's ideals for 
the book are proclaimed in his short text "The Book: A Spir-
itual Instrument. " In this essay, the poet portrays the book 
as a kind of relic or holy chalice in which "all early exis-
tence may ultimately be contained. "29 Written as a defense 
of the book-in opposition to the daily newspaper-Mallar-
me defines what the ideal book would be: a hymn. For the 
poet, the act of reading is pure, symphonic joy. In contrast 
to this lofty exultation of the l:Jook, Mallarme decries the 
ephemeral nature of newspapers. He describes the folds 
and rustling of newspaper pages to convey their transitory 
state. The poet's worship of the book is simultaneously a 
sermon against commercial culture that debases art.30 
Ellsworth Kelly's illustrations for Un coup de des pay 
tribute to Mallarme's vision and declare the artist's own 
belief in the ongoing vitality of modernism. Kelly's spare 
vocabulary, formed over half a century, is remarkably resil-
ient in its investigation of form , f ragmentation, and visual 
perception. Today Kelly's art has come under scrutiny. All 
forms of visual purity, the "totem of modernity," are now the 
subject of examination.31 The artist's work is out of step 
with postmodernism; his lack of irony or narrative parody 
places him at odds with many younger artists and critics. 
Kelly's resilient modernism forces us to confront its essen-
tial nature and to meditate on the goal of art. His nonrepre-
sentational images are the most recent manifestation of a 
century of abstraction. Like that of modern artists before 
him, Kelly's work is invariably linked to issues of idealism, 
utopianism, and spiritualism. His elemental images are 
deeply rewarding in their insistence on perception and in 
their essential experiential nature. Their meaning does not 
lie solely on the surface, but outside of the form. Ultimately, 
Kelly's art-like Mallarme's-engages us to finish what 
he has started. Kelly's work slows us down, forces us to 
focus, encourages us to imagine. 
In a lecture delivered at Oxford University shortly 
before writing Un coup de des, Stephane Mallarme 
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addressed the question, "Is there a reason for writing at 
all?" The poet defined his art as one based on chance, 
revealed through allusion, and completed by our own per-
ception. Here, I believe, Mallarme is speaking across the 
century to Ellsworth Kelly's fragmented forms: 
It is not description which can unveil the efficacy 
and beauty of monuments, seas, or the human 
face in all their maturity and native state, but 
rather evocation, allusion, suggestion. These 
somewhat arbitrary terms reveal what may well 
be a very decisive tendency in modern literature, 
a tendency which limits literature and yet sets it 
free . For what is the magic charm of art, if not 
this: that, beyond the confines of a fistful of dust 
or of all other reality, beyond the book itself, 
beyond the very text, it delivers up that volatile 
scattering which we call the Spirit, Who cares for 
nothing save universal musicality?32 
With his lithographs and the book that contains them, Kelly 
offers us a hymn to modernism. 
1. This book was produced by The Limited Editions Club in New 
York City, and Sidney Shiff of that organization initially 
approached Ellsworth Kelly about illustrating a book. 
2. Postwar French writers, such as Maurice Blanchot and Jacques 
Derrida, have focused on the text's unstable meaning and have 
used it to discuss the "death" of Western literature. In particu· 
lar, see Jacques Derrida, "The Double Session, " in Dissemina-
tion, trans. Barbara Johnson (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1981), 175-285. 
3. Gordon Millan, A Throw of the Dice: The Life of Stephane 
Mallarme (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1994), 310. 
4. Ibid. 
5. Ibid. 
6. Stephane Mallarme, Un coup de des jamais n'abolira le 
hasard, trans. Daisy Aldan (New York: Tiber Press, 1956), n.p. 
This is the first English translation of Un coup de des and was 
authorized by Gallimard and Mallarme's heirs. Ellsworth Kelly 
read this translation during his preparation for the Mallarme 
project, and The Limited Editions Club added Aldan's transla-
tion in a small pamphlet that accompanies the book. Unless 
otherwise noted, it is the source for all Engl ish phrases used 
in this essay. 
7. Ibid. 
8. Ibid. 
9. Ibid. 
10. Millan, 313. As Millan fu rther illuminates, Mallarme proposed 
this alternative visual layout just before publishing his poem. 
In his 1895 essay, "The Book: A Spiritual Instrument," the poet 
wondered if he could not construct the book around a single 
motif that is placed ·at differing heights across the page. See 
Stephane Mallarme, "The Book: A Spiritual Instrument," trans. 
Bradford Cook, in Stephane Mallarme: Selected Poetry and 
Prose, ed. Mary Ann Caws (New York: New Directions, 1982), 
80-84. 
11. Derrida, in his discussion on Mallarme, describes the word 
blanc as a sign that has several meanings (i.e., "white," 
"blank," "space") and is itself associated with many things, 
such as "snow, cold, death, marble, etc.; swan, wing, fan , etc.; 
virginity, purity, hymn, etc.; page, canvas, veil , gauze, milk, 
semen, Milky Way, star, etc." For Derrida, this mult iplicity of 
meaning, and its ultimate effect of rendering Mallarme's text 
indecipherable, is central to the sense of crisis in the poet's 
work. See Jacques Derrida, "Mallarme," in Acts of Literature, 
ed. Derek Attridge (New York: Routledge, 1992), 113. 
12 . Caws, 105. 
13. Many writers have discussed Mallarme's provisional text. See 
in particular Malcolm Bowie, Mallarme and the Art of Being Dif-
ficult (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978). 
14. Graham Robb, Unlocking Mallarme (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1996), ix. 
15. Mallarme had already signed a contract with Parisian art dealer 
and publisher Ambroise Vollard for a luxury edition of Un coup 
de des to be illustrated by Redan by the time the poem was 
published in 1897 in Cosmopolis. See Millan, 312. 
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16. Penny Florence, Mallarme, Manet and Redan: Visual and Aural 
Signs and the Generation of Meaning (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press , 1986), chapter 3. 
17. Florence, 84. Yve-Aiain Bois writes that although Mallarme origi-
nally agreed to have his poem illustrated, the poet ultimately 
backed out of this agreement. He quotes Mallarme as saying 
" I am for-no illustration." See Yve-Aiain Bois, Spencertown: 
Recent Paintings by Ellsworth Kelly (New York: Matthew Marks 
Gallery, 1994), 35. 
18. Ellsworth Kelly, interview with the author, 16 February 1998. 
19. Richard H. Axsom, The Prints of Ellsworth Kelly: A Catalogue 
Raisonne, 1949- 1985 (New York: Hudson Hills Press, 1987), 
102- 114 and 152- 160. 
20. Ellsworth Kelly, from his application for a John Simon Guggenheim 
Memorial grant, n.p. Kelly's application for the Guggenheim 
grant was written when the artist was twenty-eight years old 
and living in Paris. His opening sentence for this grant ambi-
tiously sets out his agenda. It reads: " I propose to create a 
book which will be an alphabet of plastic pictorial elements , 
aiming to establish a new scale of painting, a closer contract 
between the artist and the wall, providing a way for painting to 
accompany modern architecture. " Ibid. 
21. Unlike Kelly 's arrangement of images for Un coup de des, these 
early images lack any hierarchical arrangement. One image 
does not evoke the next, nor is there any obvious progression 
or narrative climax. As Bell notes, the artist continues to regard 
this sequence as "unfixed and interchangeable." See Clare 
Bell, "At Play with Vision: Ellsworth Kelly's Line, Form, and 
Color, " in Ellsworth Kelly: A Retrospective, ed. Diane Waldman 
(New York: The Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, 1996), 69. 
22. Ibid. , 70. 
23. Yve-Aiain Bois, "Ellsworth Kelly in France: Anti-Composition in 
Its Many Guises, " in Ellsworth Kelly: The Years in France, 
1948-1954 (Washington , D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 1992), 
9 - 45. 
24. Ibid., 23. 
25. Kelly developed his own type of "random" collages, in which he 
regularized the size of the component shape and ordered them 
in predetermined rows. The element of chance was introduced 
in the placement of each square. For a discussion of this method 
by the artist, see Ellsworth Kelly, Fragmentation and the Single 
Form (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1990), n.p. 
26. Ellsworth Kelly, interview with the author, 16 February 1998. 
27. The Mallarme Suite substitutes a black image for the white 
canvas that the artist exhibited in Documenta IX. The group 
of paintings shown in Kassel is now in the collection of the 
Stadtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich. 
28 . Kelly states, "fragmentation of forms, whether willfully or by 
chance , is related to vision ." See Kelly, n.p. 
29. Caws, 80. 
30. Mallarme's elitist attitudes were later parodied by Pablo Picasso 
in his collage, Bottle, Wineglass, and Newspaper "Un Coup de 
the " (1912) . Picasso , who owned books by Mallarme, includes 
in his cubist collage rectangular pieces of newspaper with the 
words "UN COUP DE THE. " The artist makes a pun on Mallarme's 
poem and subverts the poet's pure aesthetics by including 
mass media on the picture plane. He mocks Mallarme's high 
symbolist aesthetics that despised the everyday and the 
commercial. Yet as Picasso mixes his media, both physically 
through the process of collage and ideologically through his 
manipulation of signs , he also evokes Mallarme's ideas. So 
as Picasso deflates Mallarme's ideals of cultural purity, he 
simultaneously keeps them alive in his collage. For a full 
discussion of this work and the relationship of Picasso to 
Mallarme, see Christine Poggi, "Mallarme, Picasso, and the 
Newspaper as Commodity," The Yale Journal of Criticism 1 
(Fall 1987), 131-151. 
Mallarme 's elitism has also been undermined in another 
recent version of Un coup de des. Belgian artist Marcel 
Broodthaers created a version of Mallarme's text that high-
lights- and negates- its typography. Broodthaers 's central 
gesture of subversion is his masking of Mallarme 's text. The 
body of this illustrated book consists of rectangular black strips 
that precisely cover the author's original layout. The version 
entirely obliterates Mallarme 's text and precludes any textual 
reading at all. See Marcel Broodthaers, Catalog of Books, 
1957-1975 (New York: Marian Goodman Gallery, 1982), 24- 27. 
31. Mark Rosenthal , Critiques of Pure Abstraction (New York: Inde-
pendent Curators Incorporated, 1995), 9. 
32. Stephane Mallarme, "Music and Literature ," in Mallarme: 
Selected Prose, Poems, Essays, and Letters, trans. and ed. 
Bradford Cook (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press , 
1956), 45; quoted in Jonathan Scott Lee , "Mimesis and 
Beyond: Mallarme, Boulez and Cage (1986- 87) ," in Writings 
About John Cage, ed. Richard Kostelanetz (Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press , 1993), 190. 
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Tropical Plant, 1995 
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Published by Gemini G.E.L. 
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COMING FULL CIRCLE: 
ELLSWORTH KELLY AND BOSTON, THEN AND NOW 
Ellsworth Kelly turned seventy-five in May, and Boston 
has good reason to celebrate. After all , it was exactly fifty 
years ago that Kelly graduated from the School of the 
Museum of Fine Arts and embarked upon a career that 
would span five decades and leave an enduring mark on the 
face of modern art.1 At seventy-five, however, Kelly shows 
few signs of slowing down. He maintains an active role with-
in the art world and continues to produce works of art that 
are both innovative and compelling. Indeed, based upon 
the distillation of visual perception, his brilliantly colored 
shapes and highly reductive forms have lost none of the 
visceral force or formal complexity that first captured the 
attention of critics and audiences alike. In contrast to those 
artists who adopt and discard styles in rapid succession, 
Kelly has remained true to his own way of seeing, constantly 
building upon a set of aesthetic issues that first began to 
preoccupy him while he was still a student in Boston. Per-
haps for this reason his work has sustained a consistent 
measure of formal discipline and visual appeal. As Kelly 
recently explained, he is interested in exploring the percep-
tual world, and his aim is to recover those aspects of vision 
we generally take for granted. 2 In his own words, "The most 
pleasurable thing in the world, for me, is to see something, 
and then to translate how I see it. ... My painting is a frag-
ment of the visual world with the third dimension removed. "3 
After fifty years of continuous productivity, Kelly remains 
one of the most critically acclaimed artists to have emerged 
from a Boston art school. More than ever, he is widely rec-
ognized as a seminal figure in the history of postwar art, 
and in 1996 the Guggenheim Museum in New York paid 
tribute to Kelly's accomplishments by organizing the most 
extensive retrospective of his work to date.4 This exhibi-
tion-which covered the artist's activities as a painter, 
sculptor, printmaker, draftsman, and photographer-repre-
sented a comprehensive survey of his oeuvre and subse-
quently traveled to museums in Los Angeles, London, 
and Munich. 
Here in Boston, Kelly's presence is once again making 
itself felt. Two years ago, the artist received special recogni-
tion from the Museum School when he was awarded the first 
School of the Museum of Fine Arts Medal as part of that 
institution 's 125th anniversary celebration. More recently, 
Kelly completed a major sculptural commission for the newly 
constructed Federal Courthouse located on the city's water-
front. Kelly designed this installation, perhaps his largest 
and most ambitious public project yet, as a direct response 
to Henry Cobb's (of Pei Cobb Freed & Partners) architec-
tural plans for the building. 
Like many of his classmates at the Museum School, 
Kelly moved to Paris (where he remained for six years) soon 
after graduating from the school's Diploma program in 
1948. It was in France that the young artist would develop 
a series of compositional strategies and formal devices-
such as the use of chance, the modular grid, the indexical 
transfer, monochrome panels, and found objects-in order 
to free his work from the limitations of conventional easel 
painting.5 In fact, more than a decade before the Minimal-
ists launched their assault on intentionality and relational 
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aesthetics, Kelly devised his own techniques that would allow 
him to eliminate the traditional signs of artistic subjectivity 
and a priori meaning from his art. As he would later state : 
In 1949 I ceased figurative painting and began 
works that were object oriented . ... After arriving 
in Paris in 1948, I realized that figurative painting 
and also abstract painting (though my knowledge 
of the latter was very limited) as I had known it in 
the 20th century no longer interested me as a 
solution to my own problems. I wanted to give up 
easel painting, which I felt was too personal .... 
The new works were to be objects, unsigned, 
anonymous .6 
Yet, while scholars have long recognized the signifi-
cance of Kelly's development as an artist in France, rela-
tively little has been written about his formative years at 
the Museum School or about his experiences in Boston. 
Although it would be overstating the fact to claim that Kelly 
discovered his mature style as a student at the Museum 
School, we can clearly identify the genesis of those aesthetic 
concerns that would surface with great force and urgency 
at various points throughout his career. As early as 194 7, 
Kelly 's approach to picture-making revealed certain sensibil-
ities that were uniquely his own, particularly his predilection 
for distinctive shapes , strong contours, fragmented forms, 
and anonymously made objects. To this day, those who 
knew him at the time-including such notable Boston-
based artists as Ralph Coburn, Reed Kay, Arthur Polonsky, 
and Barbara Swan-remember him as a young man of dis-
tinct vision and serious disposition , who was already dis-
tancing himself from the more expressionistic manner then 
being promulgated at the Museum School by teachers such 
as Karl Zerbe. According to Barbara Swan, Kelly was always 
his own person .7 
Kelly 's decision to attend the Museum School was 
somewhat impulsive. In fact, he became aware of the 
school only on his way back from Europe after serving in the 
United States Army during World War II. As Kelly recalls , he 
first learned of the Museum School on a troop ship in 
1945, when he happened to come across an article about 
Karl Zerbe-who was then the head of the painting depart-
ment-in an issue of Esquire magazine.8 Apparently, the 
reproductions of Zerbe 's paintings caught Kelly 's eye, and 
he decided that the school might be an interesting place to 
continue his studies .9 When he was finally discharged from 
the army in Jacksonville, Florida, however, his initial inten-
tion was to visit Black Mountain College, then regarded as a 
more progressive and experimental school for artists , musi-
cians, dancers, and dramatists. But after a frustrating day 
of trying to hitchhike from Florida to North Carolina, where 
Black Mountain College was located, Kelly gave up his 
quest and caught a flight back home to the Northeast.10 
In January 1946, Kelly enrolled at the Museum School 
under the G. I. Bill of Rights, which provided qualified stu-
dents with a monthly allowance of seventy-five dollars. At 
this time, many of Kelly's classmates were veterans like 
himself, and the school enjoyed a particularly large enroll-
ment as a result of the number of individuals who were 
eligible for federal assistance. Despite government aid, it 
was a period of financial difficulty for most students, and 
Kelly was no exception. In order to supplement his monthly 
stipend, Kelly took up residence at the Norfolk House Cen-
ter in Roxbury, where he taught two evening classes a week 
in exchange for room and board . With little money to spare, 
he made occasional trips to New York, visiting the Museum 
of Modern Art and the Museum of Non-Objective Painting 
(later renamed the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum) to 
see work by Pablo Picasso, Paul Klee, and Wassily Kandinsky. 
In the summer of 1947, Kelly also received a scholarship 
to attend the Skowhegan School of Painting and Sculpture 
in Maine. 
At the Museum School, Kelly studied painting, 
drawing, and design with a number of teachers , including 
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Karl Zerbe and Ture Bengtz. The school was unmistakably 
dominated by Zerbe's strong presence, however, and under 
his influence local artists had developed a particular brand 
of painting that came to be known as Boston Expressionism. 
By the time Kelly entered the Museum School, Zerbe-
whose own work bore the imprint of German Expression-
ism-had turned to the use of encaustic (raw pigment 
mixed with heated wax) , and his paintings were character-
ized by heavily worked surfaces and densely composed 
spaces. As a teacher, though , Zerbe often encouraged his 
students to experiment with different methods and tech-
niques. According to Reed Kay, a classmate of Kelly 's who 
would later teach at Boston University, Zerbe urged young 
artists to explore their own interests, while simultaneously 
stressing a sense of continuity with European traditions. In 
this respect, the atmosphere at the school was overshad-
owed by the specters of Pablo Picasso and Max Beckmann , 
Chaim Soutine, Oskar Kokoschka , and other European 
artists who worked in an expressionist vein.11 
Although Kelly 's own work was predominantly figurative 
and remained well within the bounds of academic traditions, 
he never really embraced the highly subjective and expres-
sive style Zerbe expounded . Nor did he ever become one 
of Zerbe 's proteges. While Kelly greatly admired German 
Expressionism and the work of both Beckmann and Picas-
so, he began to investigate various types of pictorial form 
and to explore diverse kinds of aesthetic practice.12 Indeed, 
like most young artists , Kelly eagerly experimented with 
different styles of painting and composition. 
Not surprisingly, Kelly's sense of individualism and his 
search for alternative modes of visual expression did not 
go unheeded by those around him. Reed Kay, for instance, 
remembers being notably impressed with a seated figure 
that Kelly had painted in one of their studio courses. 13 
Having looked up from his own easel , Kay happened to 
catch sight of his classmate 's canvas. Though they were 
all painting from the same model, Kelly's picture seemed 
to be at odds with the work of other students in the class-
room. In comparison to Kay's own study, for example, 
Kelly's composition possessed a much stronger sense of 
organization and structure, and was characterized by a less 
agitated application of paint. The artist's hand and person-
ality had been virtually eliminated as a visible element with-
in the image. As Kay recalls, he had stumbled upon an 
artistic spirit and pictorial idiom that were far different from 
what he was accustomed to seeing at the Museum School. 
Since classes at the Museum School were still held 
within the Museum of Fine Arts itself, students had ample 
opportunity to study masterpieces from the permanent col-
lection on a firsthand basis. Driven by a keen appetite for 
various forms of visual culture, Kelly spent much of his 
time visiting the Museum of Fine Arts, the Isabella Stewart 
Gardner Museum, and the Harvard University Museums. As 
E. C. Goossen suggests, exposure to these collections had 
a profound effect on the young man. Certainly, access to 
works of art from diverse cultures would prove significant 
for his development as an artist, for it provided him with 
examples of pictorial expression that were vastly different 
from the more familiar tradition of post-Renaissance paint-
ing. According to Goossen , 
It was probably in Boston , having given himself 
over to the academic disciplines and having 
explored them on the academic scale, that Kelly 's 
impatience with conventional easel painting 
began. The museums, after all , were full of things 
that were not easel painting-mosaics, frescoes, 
altarpieces, bas-reliefs-just as nature was full 
of things that had never been realized in art.1 4 
In particular, Kelly evolved a strong interest in Byzan-
tine and Romanesque art-an interest he would further 
develop once he moved to Paris in 1948.1 5 Kelly had first 
seen examples of Romanesque and Byzantine art in France 
during the war, and he later had the opportunity to study 
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both of these styles in an art history course taught by 
Russell Smith at the Museum School.16 However, his attrac-
tion to Romanesque art was perhaps more directly influ-
enced by a fresco from the Catalan church of Santa Maria 
de Mur, then on view in the Museum of Fine Arts. With its 
highly schematic design and stylized forms, the apse 
offered a compelling antidote to the representational tech-
niques and rectilinear format of Western easel painting. 
Surely, the monumental scale of the fresco , its identifica-
tion with the wall, and the strong sense of linear pattern 
within the composition , seem to anticipate certain formal 
characteristics expressed in the shaped canvases and multi-
panel paintings Kelly would produce later. In fact, Barbara 
Swan remembers a specific incident that reveals the artist's 
ongoing affinity for irregular forms , flattened figures , and 
bold silhouettes. Assigned the task of copying an Old Mas-
ter painting in the Museum of Fine Arts, Kelly chose to copy 
Ambrogio Lorenzetti 's Virgin and Child, a small devotional 
piece dating from the 1330s or 1340s. According to Swan, 
what fascinated Kelly was not merely the abstract back-
ground , the clear use of line, or the juxtaposition of differ-
ent pigments, but the oddly shaped frame. 17 As Swan 
explained in a recent interview, Kelly was already "very 
intrigued about the possibility that a picture could have a 
shape other than a square or a rectangle ."18 
Furthermore, the hieratic quality and impersonal char-
acter of Romanesque art presented Kelly with a model of 
aesthetic practice that was far removed from the highly 
subjective and overwrought sensibilities typical of modern 
expressionism. Seeking a way to circumvent the anthro-
pocentric nature of post-Renaissance painting, he would 
turn increasingly to examples of artistic production that 
revealed little evidence of their maker's personality or 
presence. By the time he arrived in France, twelfth-century 
frescoes would seem more important to him than the con-
temporary School of Paris . As he later wrote: "I felt that 
everything is beautiful but that which man tries intentionally 
to make beautiful; that the work of an ordinary bricklayer is 
more valid than the artwork of all but a very few artists. "19 
Indeed, Kelly admired the fact that medieval craftsmen 
often remained anonymous; soon after leaving Boston he 
came up with a set of compositional strategies to remove 
the visible signs of creative ego and authorial intent from 
his own work. To a large extent, these formal techniques 
continue to shape his art. In a recent conversation , 
Kelly even referred to himself as a modern Romanesque 
painter-that is to say, an artist whose work exudes a 
sense of both anonymity and spiritual essence, without 
containing explicit religious content. 20 
During his studies at the Museum School , Kelly 's 
growing appreciation for works of art from distant cultures 
was reinforced by an exhibition of objects dating back to 
the North American Mound Builders, at Harvard University's 
Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology. Since 
then, the artist has amassed a striking collection of stone 
objects from archaic civilizations, many of which are Native 
American bannerstones from the Midwest. It is not surpris-
ing that Kelly was drawn to these beautifully crafted arti-
facts. Like his own work, each stone has a totally pristine 
surface and seems to represent a uniquely refined and 
organically derived shape. More important, these mysteri-
ously compelling objects were created for specific purposes 
and therefore maintained a direct relationship to the lives 
of their producers . Perhaps this combination of social sig-
nificance and visual appeal is what Kelly was searching for 
when he wrote to Hilla Rebay in the early 1950s. He stated: 
The future artist must work directly with society. 
I believe that the days of the "easel " painting 
are fading, and that the future will be something 
more than just "personality paintings " for walls of 
apartments and museums. The future art must 
go to the wall itself. And this is what I have been 
trying to do in my work. 2 1 
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Although it has been fifty years since Ellsworth Kelly 
left the Museum School, he seems to have come full circle 
with his commission for the Federal Courthouse . The pro-
ject not only re-asserts Kelly's presence within the commu-
nity, but it also completes an artistic journey that began 
right here in Boston . Indeed, the project draws upon a for-
mal language the artist developed nearly five decades ago, 
and reflects his ongoing desire to create works of art that 
will have a direct relationship to their surrounding space. 
Comprising twenty-one painted panels, Kelly 's installation 
radiates with color and animates the interior of the Court-
house , thereby immersing the viewer within an architec-
tural framework that is both spatially complex and visually 
dynamic.22 In this respect, the work stands as a contem-
porary analogue to those Romanesque wall frescoes and 
Byzantine mosaics that he so greatly admired as a student. 
As Kelly declared not long after graduating from the Museum 
School, " I am not interested in painting as it has been 
accepted for so long-to hang on the walls of houses as 
pictures. To hell with pictures-they should be the wall .... 
Or stood up outside as billboards or a kind of modern 
icon .... [Art] should meet the eye-direct. "23 
Sometimes a single work of art can draw together the 
different aspects of an artist's career, condensing an entire 
lifetime of exploration and invention into one beautifully 
composed gesture of visual expression. Such is the case 
with Kelly 's sculptural commission for the Federal Court-
house, and we should be honored that it is here in Boston. 
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